Regional variations in the expression of cytokeratin proteins in the adult human cochlea.
In the adult human cochlea, a cytokeratin (Ck) network exists along the entire surface of the organ of Corti, enclosing it like a shell. Only the surfaces of the outer and inner hair cells are not integrated in this network. In temporal bone specimens, Ck filaments in Hensen's cells were found to be arranged parallel with and closely apposed to the plasma membrane. In the stria vascularis, Cks were identified only in the marginal cells. Cells in Reissner's membrane and spiral prominence showed varying degrees of immunoreactivity to different monoclonal antibodies directed against Cks. A distinct positivity for Cks was found in most spiral ganglion cells, indicating their presence in all cells. The principal pattern of immunoreactivity was the same in the organ of Corti of the entire cochlea. However, a quantitative gradient in the expression of Cks was observed, with more Cks at the apex than at the base. This was correlated to a difference in the number of Hensen's cells between the two regions. The distinct shell configuration of the Ck network in Corti's organ gives it a tonotopically related difference in rigidity which must be of considerable importance for the perception of sound in the cochlea. The absence of Cks in inner and outer sulcus cells gives them cytoskeletal characteristics of mesenchymal cells with a possible regenerative potential.